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Attitudinal Patterns Prevalent
In a Forest Area With High Incendiarism
Alvin L. Bertrand, William D. Heffernan,
G. Dale Welch, and John P. O'Carroll*
Introduction
The efforts of the Southern Forest Experiment Station and of the
various Forestry Commissions in southern states directed toward the re-
duction of forest incendiarism are well known. These efforts have in-
cluded research designed to shed light on the social factors related to
deliberately set forest fires so that programs could be initiated to change
these behavior patterns. The study reported here falls in this category.
It is the latest in a series of investigations of this nature. Previous
projects have determined the reasons fires are deliberately set, the
demographic characteristics of persons residing in areas with high fire
rates, the effectiveness of forest and other agencies in communicating
fire prevention messages, and the roles of local opinion leaders in the
communication of fire prevention messages. 1
The information obtained from the above-mentioned studies pro-
vided the inspiration for this one. Basically, the idea was to probe in
depth the attitudes and beliefs relating to a "fire culture" in an area
with high forest fire rates before a program of change was implemented.
In other words, a "benchmark" needed to be established in order to
measure the success or failure of fire prevention programs. Such a
program has, in fact, been inaugurated in the study area, and its suc-
cess or failure will be measured in terms of changes in attitudes and
beliefs as well as in terms of the incidence of non-prescribed fires. The
results obtained will be reported at a later date. The findings pre-
*Professor, Departments of Sociology and Rural Sociology, Louisiana State Univer-
sity; Assistant Professor, Department of Sociology, University of Missouri; Assistant
Professor, Department of Sociology, Northeastern State College (Oklahoma), and Grad-
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Thomas Hansbrough, A Sociological Analysis of Man-Caused Forest Fires in Lou-
isiana (Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Baton Rouge, Louisiana, Louisiana State Uni-
versity, August, 1961). M. Lee Taylor, and Alvin L. Bertrand, Some Human Factors in
Woods Burning, Louisiana Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin No. 601 (Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University and Agricultural and Mechanical College, 1965).
B. Eugene Griessman and Alvin L. Bertrand, Factors Related to Communication of
Forest Fire Prevention Messages, Louisiana Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin
No. 623 (Baton Rouge; Louisiana State University and Agricultural and Mechanical
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Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin No. 639 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Uni-
versity and Agricultural and Mechanical College, 1969).
sented in this bulletin are offered as background information for per-
sons and agencies now engaged in planning programs of forest fire
prevention and forest conservation.
Objectives of the Study
The over-all objective of this study was, as indicated, to determine
certain attitudes and beliefs of persons living in an area with a history
of high rates of forest incendiarism. Persons charged with the develop-
ment of forest fire prevention programs obviously will be in a much
better position to plan effectively with information on how persons in
Presetting communities think about the uses of and needs for fire. The
specific aims of the study were threefold:
1. To determine the attitudes and beliefs of persons in an area of
high forest incendiarism toward forest conservation. This type of in-
formation was considered fundamental to any program of education
which might be designed. Logically, individuals who hold positive
ideas about forest conservation are less likely to do things detrimental
to wooded areas. Persons who are not concerned about conservation of
forests represent a different and more difficult target group and other
types of educational approaches must be planned for them. The matter
of fire prevention thus becomes one of convincing the latter group
that such practices are harmful.
2. To determine the attitudes and beliefs of persons in high in-
cendiarism areas toward forest agencies and their personnel. Several
studies have determined that people in "fire" areas are somewhat
alienated from government agencies as a whole. They tend to question
both the need for and intentions of the agencies. However, very little
information is available on the significance for action programs of the
feelings of a client public about individual government agencies. In
this regard, it was surmised that a given program might succeed or fail
because of feelings about its personnel and operational procedures. It
was thus felt of importance to determine the feelings of the residents
of a "fire" area about publicly supported agencies.
3. To determine whether or not incendiarism represented a definite
subculture within the local community. In this connection, it is known
that often certain behavior patterns are not interpreted as illegal by
individuals or groups, even though they are against the law. When
this is true, there is little local sanction against these acts, because they
are considered normal. To the extent that a relatively large group
behaves in this way, a subculture can be said to exist. Again, this is
a pattern of behavior which was seen as having basic significance for
planners of fire prevention programs.
Description of Study Area and Methodology
The study area selected is located in western Louisiana and includes
some 60,000 acres. Reforestation efforts during the past 15 years have
4
converted a large percentage of this acreage into pine plantation, and
the area is now approximately 85 percent forest land. A little over
50 percent of the total area is owned by large companies. Absentee
ownership, created by landowners living out of the area, accounts for
about 33 percent (20,500 acres) of the remainder of the land and
leaves approximately 7,500 acres in resident ownership. About one-half
of local residents own cattle and there is some "open range" grazing
on the land of absentee landowners and large companies. The two
leading crops in the area are soybeans, which have increased consid-
erably during the past few years, and watermelons.
The parish (county) within which the study area is located has
been designated a "hot spot" by the Louisiana Forestry Commission.
It is one of the seven parishes which have accounted for up to two-
thirds of the incendiary fires within the state in the past few years.
The study area itself is one of the main high-fire-occurrence localities
within the state.
The area chosen for intensive study did not include a large number
of families. The largest concentration of residences did not include
over a dozen homes. U was some 15 miles from the nearest town and
approximately 50 miles from a fairly large population center.
The low density of population made it possible to include every
household head in the area in the study group. Each household head
was interviewed and asked questions related to: (1) the socio-economic
characteristics of his family; (2) his social participation characteristics;
(3) the local persons whom he thought were influential and socially
powerful; (4) his voting behavior; (5) his contacts with government
agencies and corporations; (6) his visiting patterns, and (7) his attitudes
about certain relevant issues.
The somewhat sensitive nature of the questions posed and a tradi-
tional reluctance on the part of area residents to accept strangers made
it expedient to use local people for interviewers. Eight individuals
were employed from a town 15 miles west of the study area. These
individuals were trained in interviewing techniques and briefed on
the use of the interview schedule which had been prepared. Each
interview took about 40 minutes to complete and a total of 259 inter-
views were completed.
General Characteristics of the Study Population
Over 85 percent of the heads of households interviewed owned
their homes and/or farms. Although almost all respondents had land,
84 percent owned or rented less than 100 acres. Two out of five lived
on 10 acres or less. Only 12 persons had more than 200 acres. Despite
their rural residence, farming was not a commercial venture for most
of the family heads in the study area. Only nine persons reported
that all their family income was from farming. An equal number re-
ceived from 50 percent to 75 percent of their total income from agricul-
tural activities. In contrast, almost 83 percent of the persons inter-
5
viewed reported no farm income.
Since it was known that a major reason given for burning the
woods was to improve grass for cattle grazing, the respondents were
asked if they owned cattle. Some 134 persons (52 percent of the respon-
ents) claimed to have one or more head of cattle. About half of these
individuals said they owned 10 or more head and one- third of them
admitted that their stock grazed on the open range.
There was a wide range in the ages of heads of households—20 to
93 years—but the median age was 53 years. This indicated that the age
composition of the population was not unlike that found in other
rural areas of the state.
The number of years of school completed by heads of households
ranged from none (two persons) to 18 years (one person). About half
(48 percent) of the heads of households had completed less than the
eighth grade, while over two-fifths (43 percent) had attained a grade
level from the ninth grade through high school graduation. Only 4
percent had college experience.
Responses to questions related to religious preference showed that
over two-thirds of the respondents were Baptist. The next largest de-
nominational group were members of the Pentescostal Church (16 per-
cent). The remainder of the heads of households were dispersed among
various religious groups, primarily Protestant.
Over two-fifths (42 percent) of the interviewees reported family
income below the poverty level; i.e., less than $3,000. About two-thirds
(65 percent) of them said their family income was below $5,000. Only
4 percent reported family incomes of $10,000 or more. Interviewees'
statements indicated that the net worth of their families varied from
less than $5,000 to $70,000. However, three-fourths of them reported
that their total net worth was less than $20,000.
The population under study was not characterized by a high degree
of participation in formal organizations, except the church. Member-
ship affiliation was claimed in farm related organizations as follows:
Farm Bureau, 11.2 percent; breeders associations, 5.0 percent; Water-
melon Association, 5.4 percent; Cattlemen's Association, 3.5 percent;
Louisiana Forestry Association, 0.4 percent and Soil Conservation Serv-
ice, 9.7 percent. Of the 81 persons belonging to the above groups, 26
attended no meetings of the organizations they belonged to during the
year and only 10 persons attended at least three-fourths or more of the
meetings held. About 26 percent of the heads of households held a
membership in a fraternal organization, such as the Masons, and 10
percent belonged to a civic organization, such as a Kiwanis club.
Each respondent was asked to name persons whom he felt were in-
fluential in the local area in an attempt to learn who might be
important in molding attitudes and feelings. The person most often
mentioned was an elected official (64 respondents). Others mentioned
included three ministers, two high school teachers, one farmer, another
elected official, one grocery store owner-operator, one elementary school
6
teacher, and one electric company employee.
All respondents were asked questions about their personal contacts
with the representatives of large landholding companies, the Louisiana
Forestry Commission, and the Louisiana Cooperative Extension Service.
The questions referred to contacts made within the last two years. In
response to the query regarding whether or not they had talked with a
representative of one of the four large paper companies operating in
the area, the overwhelming response of household heads was "no."
Only one in five had talked with or had dealings with persons repre-
senting these large landholders. A much larger number, some 51 per-
cent, had been in contact with Louisiana Forestry Commission repre-
sentatives. This was explained in terms of requests for help in fire
supression and timber management as well as casual meetings.
Less than half of the respondents had had personal contact with a
representative of the Cooperative Extension Service. About two-fifths of
them said they had talked with the county agent or his associates about
farm or other problems.
All in all, the families in the study area appear to be more or less
representative of residents in other places where forest fires are common
occurrences. Their attitudes and feelings toward conservation and fire
prevention agencies should be more or less typical and can be placed
in the perspective of their characteristics outlined above. These attitudes
are described in the following section.
Respondents 7 Attitudes Toward Forest Conservation
It is often difficult to get an interviewee to forthrightly express
feelings about issues which have some element of controversy, or about
which mixed feelings exist. For this reason, an indirect approach to the
determination of attitudes towards forest conservation and forestry
agencies was used. Rather than ask each of the household heads inter-
viewed pointblank about his views on what might be a sensitive issue,
each was asked to react to a series of statements which related to the
theme in mind. In this connection leading words, such as "conserva-
tion," were not mentioned in these statements because of the clues for
answering which might be given. Respondents were given a choice of
five answers to each of the statements prepared: "I strongly agree",
"I agree", "I disagree", "I strongly disagree", "I have no opinion." The
response selected indicated not only the nature of the attitude held, but
the intensity of the feeling harbored by the individual.
The seven statements used to test for attitudes toward forest con-
servation appear in Table 1. Reactions of heads of households to each
are briefly summarized below.
Respondents Generally Felt Forests Are Important to the Local Econ-
omy.—It can be seen in Table 1 that over three-fourths of the heads
of households interviewed agreed with the statement (one-fourth
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strongly agreed) that the future economy of the local area was closely
tied to the development of forests. This type of response indicates an
awareness of the value of forests in an otherwise relatively unproductive
region and implies a positive attitude toward conservation. It is in
contrast to the negative feelings expressed or implied by about 16 per-
cent of the interviewees. The latter percentage is high enough to
warrant some concern on the part of planners for fire prevention pro-
grams, since only a small percentage of inhabitants engage in syste-
matic fire setting. The over-all significance of an active minority will be
discussed in a later section of this report. Here, the importance of a
widespread feeling of dependence on forest resources cannot be over-
stressed. Such an attitude is basic in that it provides a departure point
for fire prevention efforts.
Majority of Respondents Felt Planting Trees Was a Good Investment.
—
One way to determine a person's attitude toward forest conservation is
to determine whether he looks upon trees as a good investment. Approx-
imately two-thirds of the persons interviewed either agreed (36 percent)
or strongly agreed (28 percent) with the idea that trees did represent
a way to earn money. However, it is perhaps as important, if not more
so, that one out of three of the respondents felt that the person planting
or growing trees was making unwise use of his money. To the extent
that such an attitude is present, it suggests that conservation practices
will be minimized. It also indicates that efforts will be made to con-
vince others that their land can be put to a better use than the
growing of trees. It is of interest that a somewhat smaller percentage
of the interviewees felt that trees were a good investment than felt
that the future of the local economy was related to forest resources.
This apparent incongruity is probably explained by the fact that some
respondents were convinced that other enterprises represented a wiser
investment, but could not see a turn away from forests.
Most Respondents Felt Trees Should Be Grown on Marginal Land.
In an attempt to probe more deeply into the respondents' feelings about
conservation, each of them was asked to react to the statement that
trees should only be grown on land not fit for agricultural purposes.
It is a revealing commentary on local understanding and feeling that
three out of every five interviewees felt that trees should be reserved
for land not usable for crops or pastures. How such a reaction should
be interpreted in relation to conservation is, perhaps, debatable. How-
ever, there is an obvious implication that individuals holding such a
view do not place as high a value on trees as they do on other
agricultural enterprises. Therefore, one could logically assume that this
attitude is somewhat of a deterrent to forest conservation practices.
Most Respondents Felt Burning the Woods Reduced Bugs and Other
Pests*—One reason commonly given for burning woods areas is that fire
gets rid of undesirable insects and other pests. The relation of such a
9
view to conservation is inherent in the hazards which unprescribed
burning presents to woodland. In this light, it is most interesting that
almost three-fourths of the respondents agreed with the statement that
fire reduced the incidence of bugs and snakes. Regardless of the
validity of such a belief, it is clearly held widely enough to have some
implications for fire prevention programs which, of course, relate di-
rectly to forest conservation.
Many Respondents Felt Burning Improved the Looks of the Country-
]
side.—One might wonder whether a sense of the aesthetic would over-
ride notions of conservation. While such a question is probably
imponderable, except in some specific cases, it could certainly have a
bearing on conservation programs. With this thought in mind, all
respondents were asked if they felt the woods around them looked over-
grown when they were not burned often enough. Three out of 10
respondents admitted to such a feeling. For this group, it is apparent
that fire had the effect of improving the looks of the countryside. It
is implicit in this view that a "clean" countryside is more important
than the conservation damage which might be done. Although the
number of respondents expressing this opinion did not constitute a
majority, it was large enough to be of importance in planning pro-
grams of forest conservation and fire prevention.
Most Respondents Felt Woods Fires Should Be Regulated by Law.— It is
of interest to both planners and conservationists that an overwhelming
number of the heads of households interviewed felt that woods burning
should be regulated by law. This attitude is one which is often thought
not to exist in places with high incendiary rates. The fact that 83
percent of the respondents agreed that it was proper to regulate the
setting of fires by law indicates a general appreciation of the damage
which fire can do. Of course, the question arises as to whom this law
should apply to and who should be responsible for its enforcement.
Nevertheless, such a feeling can be construed as a positive force for
conservation.
Very Few Respondents Felt Individuals Should Be Free to Burn Others'
Woodland.—Much of the woodland burned by incendiarists does not
belong to them. This is a practice which dates back to the days of
the widespread open range. For this reason, it was considered appropri-
ate to ask those interviewed if they felt it was right for persons to
burn the woodland of others, just because they felt it needed burning.
The overwhelming negative response was again a commentary on the
fact that many of the norms of the greater society have been internalized
in the local area. Just 3 percent of the interviewees felt that such a
practice was right and should be condoned. The remainder were of
the opinion that an owner's permission should be obtained before his
woodland was burned. This pattern of responses not only indicates an
attitude favorable to conservation, but also demonstrates a respect for
10
private property. Both these attributes can be taken advantage of in
planning fire prevention campaigns.
Over-all, A Moderate Conservation Orientation Was Found in the
Study Area.—The preceding discussion has shown that respondents re-
acted to the seven statements relating to conservation in different ways
—some were strongly or moderately positive, while others were negative
to varying degrees. Obviously some method of summarizing the various
responses was needed in order to obtain an over-all assessment of feel-
ings toward conservation. Of the several statistical techniques available
for solving this type of problem, the Guttman technique was considered
most appropriate. This procedure is specifically designed to test for in-
ternal consistency in the responses to batteries of questions relating to
a given issue or phenomenon. The scale pattern for the responses ob-
tained is shown in Table 2. A coefficient of reproducibility (the
measure of internal consistency) of 0.9090 was obtained. This is -con-
sidered high enough to claim scalability for the various statements.
Said another way, if an interviewee responded in a given way to a
statement, it could be predicted within the limits of reproducibility
that he would react to the remaining statements in a consistent manner.
TABLE 2.—Distribution of Orientation Toward Conservation Scale Types
Scale Scale items Respondents
types 6 1 7 2 5 3 4 Number Per cent
1 4 1.54
2 X 1 10 3.86
3 X X 16 6.18
4 X X X 40 15.44
5 X X X X 57 22.01
6 X X X X X 48 18.53
7 X X X X X X 50 19.31
8 X X X X X X X 34 13.13
Total 259 100.00
X denotes agreement.
The columns to the right in Table 2 show the number and per-
centage of respondents whose answers were consistent for a given num-
ber of the statements used. Scale types 6, 7 and 8 can be considered to
include those individuals with a relatively strong conservation orienta-
tion. It can be seen that these classes consist of slightly over half of the
respondents. This is a sufficient number to conclude that there is at
least a moderate orientation toward conservation in the study area. It
is of consequence, however, that over-all there was a considerable neg-
ative or neutral attitude toward conservation of forests. This point will
be elaborated upon in the concluding section of this report.
11
Respondents' Attitudes Toward the
State Forestry Commission
It was pointed out in the introduction that the attitudes of residents
in forested areas toward representatives of forestry agencies and toward
the agencies themselves were considered a relevant factor in the poten-
tial success of fire prevention programs. It was for this reason that a
battery of statements was prepared, as a companion series to the con-
servation statements, to test attitudes toward forestry-related persons and
agencies. The responses to these statements are summarized below.
Respondents Had Mixed Feelings About the Contribution of the Fores-
try Commission to Small Farmers.—The dispersion of respondents' re-
sponses to statements relating to their feelings about the state forestry
commission and its personnel is shown in Table 3. It can be seen that
a considerable number of them, well over two-fifths, agreed with the
assertion that the small farmer derived little or no benefit from forestry
programs. This number is large enough to indicate a substantial lack
of faith in such agencies. The question which arises is, "Why"? One
could speculate on the one hand that such agencies have not concerned
themselves with the small farmer, and on the other that the programs
sponsored have not been considered of use by such farmers. Whatever
the reason, there is a clue in the above pattern of responses that the
efforts of government employed foresters are not highly appreciated.
Respondents Felt Forestry Commission Representatives Were Sincere in
Their Efforts.— It is somewhat surprising, in light of the response to the
preceding statement, to discover that the large majority of respondents
felt that representatives of the state forestry commission were sincere in
their efforts to assist people. Some 93 percent of the heads of households
interviewed expressed such a view. The preponderance of this response
leads one to feel that the persons interviewed were not antagonized by
forestry commission personnel, but simply did not feel they had the
right programs for them. Again, this is a discovery which should have
implications for program developers in this agency as well as others. It
indicates that representatives of the Louisiana Forestry Commission
would at least have an entree for implementing desired programs.
Respondents Generally Believed the Forestry Commission Was Fair in
Its Hiring Practices.—Forest service agencies have occasion to hire local
people in connection with the implementation of certain programs,
such as those related to the planting of trees and fire fighting. It is not
unusual that feelings of discrimination develop in such cases, especially
when there is competition for the jobs available. These feelings, whether
or not they are valid, are an important aspect of the relations between
local people and the agencies. The fact that the heads of households
interviewed did not generally feel that the hiring practices of the
12
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forestry commission were unfair—about two-thirds of them disagreeing
with such a position—is significant. It cannot be overlooked, however,
that 9 percent felt that the agency was discriminatory. Although the
above responses must be interpreted in the light that one-fourth of the
individuals did not feel they had a basis for making a decision, there
appears enough evidence to assume a good local employment image
exists for forest agencies.
Respondents Were Divided in Opinion as to How Systematic the
Forestry Commission Was in Repairing Damage Done While Fighting
Fires.—One facet of the public relations problems of fire fighting
agencies is maintaining rapport with people whose property must be
used or damaged in fire fighting efforts. Sometimes fences have to be
cut so that vehicles can be moved quickly to the scene of a fire, and
often firebreaks must be created. For this reason each respondent was
asked to indicate whether or not he felt the forestry commission was
careful to repair fences damaged while fighting fires. Approximately
one-fourth of the persons interviewed did not feel they had enough
information to form an opinion on this matter. Of those who did
express an opinion, approximately one-third were convinced the fores-
try commission was neglectful in rebuilding cut fences. These findings
indicate that there is considerable mixed feeling in the community on
this score. It seems likely that repairing fences cut during fire fighting
is one type of strategy which could be practiced to enhance goodwill
toward forest agencies.
Some Respondents Felt Fire Fighting Represents the Sole Work of
Forestry Commission Personnel.—One statement reportedly heard in
communities with high fire rates is that fire fighting represents the
only work for forest agency personnel. When such statements are made,
there is often an implication that fire prevention is not pushed because
the success of such programs would make the maintenance of forest
agency personnel unnecessary. In response to queries on this point, three
of every 10 of the heads of households made comments indicating
general agreement with this notion. While this is not a majority, it
is a high enough number to warrant the attention of agency represen-
tatives. It definitely indicates the need for better orientation of local
people.
Some Respondents Felt Forestry Personnel Seldom Did Enough Work
to Justify Their Salaries*—In most rural communities there is a wide-
spread feeling that government workers have soft jobs. In fact, many
times there seems a strong impression that the salaries paid such
workers are not justified. For this reason, each of the interviewees was
asked if he felt forest agency personnel did enough work to justify their
salaries. About 20 percent of them answered this question in a negative
sense, implying that they felt such employees were "deadheads" most
of the time. Again, this is not a majority, but it is a high enough
14
percentage to indicate a rather well diffused erroneous notion of the
job demands of forest agency workers. There is no doubt that an edu-
cational program designed to improve the image of the employees of
forest agencies needs consideration, if a better local image is desired.
Most Respondents Felt the Forestry Commission Was Doing About All
It Could Be Expected to Do.— It appears somewhat of an incongruity
that some persons felt that forest agency personnel were not earning
their keep while others thought they were doing about all they could
be expected to do. Probably these variant responses were not given by
the same individuals. In any event, they indicate that certain respond-
ents saw the role of and need for foresters in a different light. About
three out of every four interviewees agreed that the forestry commission
was doing what should be done. Fifteen percent disagreed. These per-
sons were asked to elaborate on what forestry personnel might do to
keep busy. Some of the things which could be done, according to the
interviewees, were to plow more fire lanes, to work faster while on
their jobs, to provide protection for the "little man" as well as the
large landholder, and to spend more time apprehending fire-setters. Some
of these matters are beyond the jurisdiction of forest agencies, but they
indicate the degree of misinformation which is held in local communi-
ties as well as some needs which residents feel.
In General, Respondents Were Favorably Disposed Toward the Fores-
try Commission.—The responses to the seven statements relating to at-
titudes towards the forestry commission were statistically summarized
in the same manner as responses to statements relating to conservation.
When neutral responses were allocated randomly to positive and nega-
tive responses, the coefficient of reproducibility was raised to the ac-
ceptable level of 0.93105. Again summing the percentage of interviewees
falling in scale types 6, 7 and 8, it can be seen in Table 4 that about 70
percent of the respondents held basically positive attitudes toward the
forestry commission. This finding is one which should be reassuring to
those who have wondered about the image of forest agencies and their
representatives in areas of high incendiarism.
TABLE 4.—Distribution of Disposition to Agency Scale Types
Scale Scale items Respondents
types 2 3 7 4 6 5 1 Number Per cent
1 5 1.93
2 X 1 10 3.86
3 X X 8 3.09
4 X X X 26 10.04
5 X X X X 33 12.74
6 X X X X X 22 8.49
7 X X X X X X 51 19.69
8 X X X X X X X 104 40.16
Total 259 100.00
X denotes agreement.
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Respondents 7 Attitudes Indicative
Of A Subculture Of Incendiarism
Subcultures of one type or another can be found in most communi-
ties. These are simply "pockets" or "islands" of people who practice
some sort of behavior which is different from what is done by the
remainder of the population. For example, certain religious groups
stand out because of their beliefs, and teen-agers are usually conceded
to have manners of communicating and social practices which set them
apart. In planning for this study, it was hypothesized that the incen-
diarists in the community would represent a subculture definitely
recognizable in terms of attitudes, visiting patterns, and social partici-
pation. The findings related to this hypothesis are presented in this
section.
Only Nine Respondents Classifiable as Latent Incendiarists.—Three
statements interviewees were asked to respond to were designed to indi-
cate the "norms" or attitudes supported by respondents regarding
setting fire to the woods. These three statements were:
1. Persons who intentionally set woods fires on other people's land
should be prosecuted as criminals.
2. Firing the woods is an established custom that ought not be
regulated by law.
3. It is all right for an individual who has cattle which graze on land
owned by an absentee landlord to burn the woods to improve the grazing,
if the landlord does nothing with his woods.
From Table 5 it can be seen that 10.5 percent of the study popula-
tion disagreed with the first statement, 10.8 percent agreed with the
second statement, and 13.6 percent agreed with the third statement. Said
TABLE 5.—Responses to Three Normative Statements Related to Setting Woods Fires
Agree Neutral Disagree No response Total
Statements N % N % N % N % N %
Persons who intentionally
set woods fires on other people's
land should be prosecuted
as criminals. (220)85.0 (4) 1.5 (27) 10.5 (8) 3.0 (259) 100
Firing the woods is an estab-
lished custom that ought not
be regulated by law. (23) 10.8 (9) 3.5 (215) 83.0 (7) 2.7 (259) 100
It is all right for an individual
who has cattle which graze on
land owned by an absentee
landlord to burn the woods
to improve the grazing if the
landlord does nothing with
his woods. (35) 13.6 (8) 3.0 (207) 79.9 (9) 3.5 (259) 100
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another way, at least 80 percent of the study population were of the same
mind in their reaction to each of the statements. Those persons who
gave minority responses were deemed to deviate from normative pat-
terns in the community.
A scrutiny of individual responses to the three statements showed
that six respondents were "deviants" on each of the three items. In ad-
dition, three respondents indicated at least one deviant response and at
least one neutral response without giving a "conforming" response on
a single item. These nine respondents were grouped into a category
labeled "latent incendiarists." (See Table 6.) In contrast, 170 respon-
dents (66 percent) agreed on each of the three statements. These persons
were identified as "conformists." Four respondents had to be omitted
from the analysis as they did not answer any of these questions. The re-
maining 76 respondents (29 percent) who gave deviant responses on
some items but normative responses on others were classified as "margi-
nals." At this point, it should be made clear that there was no way of
actually determining whether or not an individual was an incendiarist.
Classification as a latent incendiarist simply indicates an expression of
attitudes conducive to woods burning.
TABLE 6.—Number and Percent of Persons Categorized as Conformists, Marginals, and
Latent Incendiarists
Category Number Percent
Conformists 170 66
Marginals 76 29
Latent incendiarists 9 3
No response 4 2
Total 259 100
According to Louisiana laws, anyone who is apprehended for setting
fire to the woods is charged with arson. These laws undoubtedly reflect
to some extent the prevailing norm of the larger culture. For this study,
however, we are not particularly interested in establishing the norm
regarding woods burning for the entire state. But it is of interest to note
that the dominant norms identified in the area studied support the laws
of the state.
Latent Incendiarists Did Not Represent A Subculture.—Having
determined those persons who supported deviant norms, it was only
necessary to determine if intense interaction existed among them to
ascertain whether or not a subculture existed; that is, to determine
whether or not they represented a collectivity of persons who shared
similar norms and had effective interaction. The amount of interaction
was measured by asking the respondents: "Whom do you visit with
most?" To this question most respondents listed two or three persons
by name. Only one of the nine deviants listed another deviant as a per-
son with whom he visited most. (See Table 7.) That is, of the 16 persons
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TABLE 7.—Number and Percent of Latent Incendiarists, Marginals, and Conformists
Visted Most by Latent Incendiarists and Conformists
,
Latent
incendiarists Marginals Conformists Total
N % N % N % N %
Latent incendiarists (1) 6 (4) 25 (11) 69 (16)* 100
Conformists (2) 5 (9) 22 (29) 73 (40)** 100
*Five of the persons named lived outside the area studied and the category of such
persons could not be determined.
**For the purpose of comparing the latent incendiarists with the conformists, a 25%
random sample of conformists was drawn.
living in the area studied whom the latent incendiarists said they visited
most, only one was a latent incendiarist. Four persons listed by the latent
incendiarists were marginals and the remainder were conformists. Since
the latent incendiarists do not appear to interact intensively among
themselves, the data would suggest that a deviant subculture supporting
woods burning does not exist in the area.
Latent Incendiarists Live Relatively Isolated Lives.— It was predicted
that latent incendiarists would be isolates; that is, that they would list
fewer persons outside their neighborhood as persons they visited most.
To determine where the persons with whom the respondents visited
most lived, each respondent was asked to indicate who he visited most
and whether these persons lived in the neighborhood, the local com-
munity, a contiguous community, elsewhere in the parish, elsewhere
in Louisiana, or out of the state. The data collected supported the be-
lief that latent incendiarists, as compared to conformists, are isolates
with regard to visiting persons outside their neighborhood.
Of the 21 persons listed as being visited most by the nonconformists,
only one person lived outside the immediate neighborhood and this
person was the mother of the deviant. On the other hand, over half
(56 percent) of the persons visited most by conformists lived beyond the
neighborhood boundaries. These findings lead to the conclusion that
latent incendiarists are less integrated into the larger community than
are conformists.
With regard to the above findings, it cannot be said that the latent
incendiarists were less integrated into the local neighborhood. How-
ever, it was determined that substantially fewer of the persons visited
most by deviants than persons visited most by conformists reciprocated
these visits. For example, 19 percent of the persons listed by deviants
as persons visited most by them reciprocated with such a statement. By
contrast, a check on a 25 percent random sample of conformists indi-
cated twice as many (39 percent) of the persons listed by them as
visited most reciprocated by naming these respondents as persons they
visited most frequently.
In conclusion, it is obvious that the data collected from household
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heads in the study does not indicate that a subculture exists which sup-
ports incendiary norms. This finding tends to validate the conclusions
of previous studies of delinquents, which suggest that rural deviancy is
not the result of criminal or deviant subcultures.
Summary
The study reported in this publication was undertaken to determine
whether or not the residents in an area of high incendiarism held views
which might account for local fire-setting activities. Specifically, the ob-
jectives were to: (1) determine whether attitudes and beliefs detrimen-
tal to forest conservation were widespread; (2) determine whether
antagonistic views were held toward forest service agencies and their
employees, and (3) determine whether a distinct "fire" subculture pre-
vailed in the area.
The methods and procedures of the study included the interview of
259 household heads in an area characterized by a high rate of forest
fires. These individuals lived on farms ranging from less than 10 to over
200 acres. Most of them had income from sources other than farming
and about half owned cattle. Their median age was 53 years and about
half of them had completed less than eight grades of education. Almost
all of them were Protestant and two-thirds had annual incomes of less
than $5,000. They were characterized by low levels of formal social
participation and lived rather isolated lives.
Each respondent was asked to react to seven statements directly or
indirectly related to forest conservation. Their responses were indicative
of their attitudes and may be summarized as follows:
1. Forests were generally recognized as important to the local econ-
omy.
2. Trees were generally thought to be a good investment.
3. It was widely believed that trees should be grown on marginal
land not useful for other enterprises.
4. Fires were generally believed to help in getting rid of bugs, snakes
and other pests.
5. It was rather widely believed that fires improve the looks of the
countryside.
6. Most individuals felt fire setting should be regulated by law.
7. Most individuals felt it was wrong to burn another person's land
without his permission.
Altogether, it is possible to conclude that a moderate conservation
orientation existed in the area.
Residents' attitudes toward Louisiana Forestry Commission person-
nel were also checked. Responses to questions of this type indicated the
following feelings:
1. There were mixed feelings about the contribution of the forestry
commission to small farmers.
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2. Representatives of the forestry commission were generally thought
to be sincere in their efforts.
3. The forestry commission was generally thought to be fair in its
local hiring practices.
4. Opinions regarding the integrity of the forestry commission in
repairing damage to fences done while fire fighting were mixed.
5. A considerable number of respondents were of the belief that
suppressing fires represented the sole work of the forestry commission.
6. A minority of individuals were convinced that forest agency em-
ployees seldom did enough to justify their salaries.
7. Most persons thought the forestry commission was doing all it
could be expected to do.
When statistically summarized, the above findings indicate a mod-
erately favorable image of forest agencies.
Tests made to determine if a "fire" subculture existed in the study
community produced negative results. Only nine persons were classifi-
able as latent incendiarists. These persons did not interact a great deal
among themselves, yet their contacts were almost exclusively local. In
other words, they were relative isolates when compared with those hold-
ing more "conformist" attitudes.
It appears from these findings that a small number of individuals
account for the forest fires in the study area. These individuals con-
sistently held attitudes negative to fire prevention and conservation. At
the same time a majority of the residents appear to understand and
appreciate the necessity for both fire prevention and conservation. The
implications of these findings for forest agencies appear to have two
thrusts. On the one hand, the scope of the problems of fire prevention
and conservation does not appear to have the magnitude that many
have thought. Apparently many persons in woods-burning areas have
already internalized views and images conducive to these goals. In the
second place, the persons who are potential fire setters appear to be out
of contact with sources of information which might change their views.
The inauguration of a "contacter" program to bring fire prevention and
other messages directly to these individuals, as has been done on an
experimental basis, thus appears a wise strategy.
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